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‐ According to UNWTO, > 1 B of international tourists in 2013, an 
increase from 5% from 2012 to 57% from 2003. 

‐ In 2013, U.S. residents gave more tan 61M trips spending at least 1 
night out of the country

‐ There is no correct way to express the importance of protecting the  
health of travelers as well as safeguarding the health of the 
communities they return from.

Travelers Health
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‐ International travel can be caused by many reasons: tourism, 
business, studying abroad, investigation, visiting friends and 
family, ecotourism, adventures, medical tourism, missionary 
work, and responding to emergencies and international 
disasters.

‐ Travelers are as unique as their itineraries,
varying in age and health conditions.

‐ Some risks travelers may come across are 
dynamic and may vary: many destination have 
increased security, while others have seen a 
surge in new diseases and even resurge in past
diseases.

Health of the Traveler
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‐ The risk of becoming ill or injured during an international trip depends 
on many factors such as the region of the world visited, age and the 
state of health of the traveler, the duration of the trip, and the 
diversity of the planned activities.

‐ CDC provides international information on travelers’ health to address 
the range of health risks one might face.

Health of the Traveler
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‐ the objective is to help travelers (& clinicians) better understand 
the necessary measurements to prevent diseases and injuries 
while on international travel.

‐ The online CDC Travelers’ Health website (www.cdc.gov/travel) is 
the principal source to communicate CDC’s recommendations 
about the health of travelers.

Health of the Traveler



“The Yellow Book”
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‐ The information provided by CDC for international travelers has 
been a reliable source since 1967 – through the well‐known book, 
“The Yellow Book”

₋ Originally, it was a pamphlet published to meet the 
requirements of the WHO and RSI, it has now evolved to a book
that provides detailed information on traveler’s diseases, as well as 
the requirements to enter foreign countries.
para entrar a otros países (i.e. Yellow Fever shot). 

‐ The “Yellow Book”  is written by clinicians
primarily, nurses and pharmacists.  Also by other people tied to the 
travel industry ‐ relevant information can be found in this book.

‐ The updated version can be found on the CDC Homepage 
(www.cdc.gov/yellowbook).
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A health threat anywhere is a health threat 
everywhere

Source: The Lancet 380:9857, 1-7 Dec 2012, pp. 1946-55. www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0140673612611519



MERS-CoV cases by country of 
residence and travel history

Global transmission patterns 
of measles viruses from the 
Philippines, 1/1/14 to 3/31/14

Diseases are only a flight away
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Year Threat # Infected # Deaths

2001 Anthrax 22 5

2002-03 SARS 8,096 77

2009 H1N1 43-89M ~284,000

2014-15 Ebola >28,500 >11,000

XDR TB

Anthrax

HIV

Avian Flu

Food Supply

EbolaSARS



Infectious disease continue to be transmitted via food, 
water, and medical care

• Food & water 
• Billions of diseases &  

>4M deaths/year

• Infections associated with medical 
care (lack of basic hygiene, i.e., 
washing of hands, sterilization)
• Affects ~1 in 20 patients in the U.S. 

(hundreds of millions/year) 

• Everyday we witness more resistant 
organisms



Less than 1/3 of the world is 
prepared to respond

• By 2012, fewer than 20% 
of countries had met IHR 
goals

• By 2014, about 30% of 
countries were fully 
prepared to detect and 
respond to an outbreak

Source: Report to the Director-General of the Review Committee on Second Extensions for Establishing National 
Public Health Capacities and on IHR Implementation, November 2014



Medical Tourism: Represents a 
Growing Market in the U.S.

 Estimated that thousands of US residents travel for the purpose 
of receiving medical care

 Currently, there is no nationwide surveillance for medical tourism 
in the United States by CDC or other groups (Department of 
State)

 Estimates vary by the tens of 
thousands because of different
sources of data (e.g., some come
from private hospitals, others
from medical tourism concierge
services)



 Different reasons may influence the decision to seek care:
• Cost

o Care may be less expensive for patients who are paying out of 
pocket 

o Some health insurance companies outsource medical care 
overseas and cover costs of travel and procedures

 Comfort with a provider from a specific background (i.e. similar 
cultural background to patient or belief they can give patient a 
specific ‘look’)

Medical Tourism: Represents a 
Growing Market in the U.S.



 Desire to combine medical care with personal travel 
or vacation
 Seeking medical procedure not available in US
 May not be approved by regulatory authorities in US

• May be experimental procedure

Medical Tourism: Represents a 
Growing Market in the U.S.



 Variety of procedures received: 
 Orthopedic surgery
 Cosmetic surgery
 Cardiac surgery
 Oncological care
 Dental care
 Fertility treatments
 Experimental treatments

Medical Tourism: Represents a 
Growing Market in the U.S.



All surgical procedures and many medical 
procedures carry some amount of risk (even 
domestically).

 Credentialing standards vary by country. Local and international 
standards for healthcare providers and clinics may differ from 
those of the US.

 State and local health departments and CDC have detected 
outbreaks of disease among medical tourists. 

 Some outbreaks have been associated with a particular clinic 
and/or provider.



Special Considerations:
 Cost-

• Medical tourism may be cheaper for individuals paying out-of-pocket
o Insurance companies may incentivize travelers

• Potential for additional costs incurred with complications or adverse 
events

o Medical costs
o Unanticipated travel costs 

• Evacuation costs
o Loss of time at work, productivity

• Potential lack of clarity regarding patient care overseas and upon 
return to country of residence



Special Considerations:
 Challenges with continuity of care to ensure safe, adequate care

• Overseas providers need current medical records
• Providers in country of residence need medical records from overseas 

care to ensure appropriate follow-up
 Medical insurance

• Some domestic insurance carriers may provide coverage for 
emergencies that occur while traveling

• Traditional health insurance may limit coverage
 Supplemental travel health insurance, medical evacuation 

insurance may provide additional protection



Special Considerations:
 Language barriers

• Patient may need assistance in a country where their primary 
language is not spoken

o Navigating country
o Interacting with provider(s)

• Patient records may be in a foreign language
o Need translated copy for regular provider in country of residence

 Post-travel care
• Patients may not share travel history

 Patients may lack documentation and/or knowledge of procedures, 
medication, etc.

• Difficulties transferring records between facilities
• Records may not be in English



CDC recommends that people who are 
considering medical tourism see a 

healthcare provider 4-6 weeks before 
they travel to discuss their trip and any 

planned medical procedures.



How CDC is Contributing

 CDC is currently working with state and local health 
departments to conduct novel surveillance on 
medical tourism 
 Collaborating with 12 health departments in US states and 

territories



Guidance to Providers Preparing Travelers

• Providers:
– Assess health risks for patient based on current health status, planned
– activities
– Assess health risks associated with travel destination
– Assess health risks associated with planned procedures
– Prepare traveler based on current health status, planned activities,

destination risk profile, and planned procedures



How CDC is Contributing

 This data will provide more detailed information about medical 
tourists, the most sought out  procedures, if they experience 
complications on their return, and if they received attention after 
their return to the U.S. 

 Quickly sharing information with the Ministry 
of Health

 CDC/DR office opens in 2009

 Part of the strategy in support of the 
Dominican Republic to characterize and 
fight diseases such as HIV, TB, Malaria, 
Zika, Colera, Dengue, etc…



Guidance to Prospective Medical Tourists

o Encourage complete documentation
– Take medical records from country of residence
– Patients should request a copy of their complete medical
– Record from their overseas provider before returning to US
– Transfer between facilities must meet HIPAA standards

o Transparency is important
– Ability to provide adequate care is compromised without an
accurate medical, travel history



Guidance to Prospective Medical Tourists

o Importance of researching provider and facility
• What kind of accreditation does a provider have? What kind 

of accreditation does a facility have?
• How many times has a provider conducted the specific 

procedure a patient is seeking?
• What kind of follow-up care does a patient need? How will 

they get it?
• How will a patient get care for any potential complications?
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Center for Global Health

Thank 
You!

Nelson Arboleda, MD, MPH
narboleda@cdc.gov


